T H E S T R A N G E D E A T H O F T O R Y L I V E R P O O L : C O N S E R V A T I V E E L E C T O R
anti-Tory sentiment. Indeed, so implausible is the idea that the Conservatives could be electorally successful in Liverpool that following the city's 2012 mayoral election, BBC Radio 5 Live reported that the Conservative candidate was defeated by a rival dressed as a polar bear (Morse, 2012) . Whilst incorrect, the Conservative candidate still finished a humiliating seventh on 4.49 per cent of the vote to Labour's 59.33 per cent.
The purpose of this paper is to outline the causes of Conservative decline in Liverpool, a topic which has received remarkably little academic attention -perhaps due to the popular myth that Margaret Thatcher was the root cause of the phenomenon. The simplicity of this response has led to its elevation as 'common sense' but, as will be shown below, the decline began before Thatcher was elected party leader, let alone prime minister. Indeed, although decline intensified under Thatcher's premiership, by 1979 the Conservative Party had already fallen significantly from its post-war high and was no longer one of the major players in Liverpudlian local politics. This article argues decline was a result of changing patterns of voter socialisation, national political issues in the guise of the unpopularity of the Heath government, and the rise of the Liberal party in the city which squeezed the Conservative vote. This Liberal rise is itself dependent upon two further factors: public dissatisfaction with the closed party machines in the city, and the innovative use of 'pavement politics' by the city's Liberal Party. While there was nothing inevitable about the Conservative decline in Liverpool these factors came together in a 'perfect storm' in 1973 when the whole council was up for election to produce a surprising Liberal victory largely at the expense of the Conservatives. This result allowed the Liberals to create a new narrative, placing themselves as the main opposition to Labour in the city and on that basis squeeze the Conservative vote in most of the city's wards. By contributing an account of why the Conservative Party declined in what was once an inner-city stronghold, this examination provides part of the historical context to current debates within the study of British politics surrounding how the Conservatives can 'win back' urban and northern voters in England (Clark, 2014) . A case study such as Liverpool also shows the need for greater nuance when discussing Conservative decline in the North of England more broadly (Randall, 2009) , whilst also providing new material for comparison to other areas of Conservative decline, the most obvious being Scotland (Kendrick and McCrone, 1989; Seawright and Curtice 1995; Finlay, 2012) .
This analysis begins with a brief contextualisation of the Liverpool Conservatives' position in the city, focusing on local election results. This is followed by an examination of the factors related to the Conservative decline in Liverpool, namely the effect that socialisation had on Liverpool's electorate, the influences of national politics, the local party structures in the city, and the rise of the Liberals through the use of 'pavement politics'.
Contextualising Conser vative Decline in Liverpool
For the purposes of this study electoral support will be measured via local elections rather than general elections. This is because there were local elections every year bar one for the main period of focus (1965) (1966) (1967) (1968) (1969) (1970) (1971) (1972) (1973) (1974) (1975) Although more successful before 1939, they continued as an electoral force until the early 1970s.
The party was disbanded in 1974, with most of their members joining the Conservatives.
The second period is between 1970 and 1984, at the end of which the Conservative vote share had dropped beneath 20 per cent for the first time and from which it failed to recover. In this period, Liverpool Council was a three-party polity with no party able to exercise overall control; either the Labour Party, or the Liberals with inconsistent Conservative support, ran ineffective minority administrations. Conservative support became concentrated in the south of the city, with nearly half their vote situated in just six of the thirty-three wards by 1978 (Kilfoyle, 2000, p. 36-37) . Thus they were able to return a respectable amount of councillors and remain in a 'kingmaker' position.
The final period is from 1984 onwards. Conservative support continued to fall below 10 per cent and it was just as common for the party to win no seats than even one. Unlike in the country at large, the Conservatives were no longer able to hold on to their affluent, southern heartlands in the city and their vote share gained them little, if any, representation on the council.
Hence, Conservative support in Liverpool can be understood thus: until 1970 the Conservatives were the main political party in the city, benefiting from the aldermanic system which often bolstered their majorities and kept them in power even when Labour had more councillors. For example, following the 1953 local election Labour had a majority of councillors (65 out of 120, to the Conservative's 53), but due to the aldermanic system the Conservatives had a majority of votes on the council (81 out of 160, to Labour's 72). From 1970 to 1984 the Conservative vote share declines, but instead of following the trends of the previous twenty-five years of cyclical support, the Conservatives fail to regain lost ground resulting in a slow decline. By 1984 the Conservatives were spent as a political force in the city, their decline evolving into seemingly permanent irrelevance.
As previously mentioned, figure 1 shows how the Conservatives' decline began long before the Thatcher era, with the party falling from an average vote share of around 50 per cent until 1970 (and even higher if support for its sometime ally, the Protestant Party, is included), to 32.5 per cent between 1971 and 1979 inclusive. However, even during the Thatcher era, the average vote share was just shy of 20 per cent, which is significantly higher than the post-Thatcher era average of 6.3 per cent. Hence, we cannot look solely to Thatcher to explain the Conservative decline.
Path Dependency and Socialisation
While often thought of in isolation, path dependency and socialisation are interrelated phenomena.
Path dependency can be understood as 'social processes that exhibit positive feedback and thus generate branching patterns of historical development', which, once established, reinforces a certain socialising tendency and becomes self-perpetuating, requiring a larger exogenous shock to change course (Pierson, 2004, p. 21) . Pierson terms this 'inertia', whereby 'Once such a process has been established, positive feedback will generally lead to a single equilibrium. This equilibrium will in turn be resistant to change' (Pierson, 2004, p. 44) .
Socialisation is the process whereby an individual's beliefs, outlooks, and other related values are shaped by the environment in which they find themselves. There is considerable evidence to suggest that the most important period of socialisation -where an individual is most receptive to environmental cues -is during their formative years (Green et al, 2002, pp. 107-108; Hooghe, 2004, p. 334) . This idea has gained traction in the literature on voting patterns in Britain. Butler and Stokes found that 'Children of parents who were united in their party preference were overwhelmingly likely to have absorbed the preference at the beginning of their political experience' (Butler and Stokes, 1974, p. 51) . Furthermore, Ball argues that 'people form their views shortly before or during their young adult years, between the ages of around fifteen and twentyfive, and thereafter do not greatly vary their fundamentals' (Ball, 2013, p. 120 ). Thus we can establish a relationship between the social context one is brought up in and their propensity to vote in a certain way.
There is great analytical value in understanding the phenomenon of socialisation within a path dependency framework. Returning to Pierson, we see that path dependency arguments 'rest on what Stinchcombe has termed a conception of 'historical causes'… some initial event or process generates a particular outcome, which is then reproduced though time even though the original generating event or process does not recur' (Pierson, 2004, p. 45) . This concept of historical causes is essential for understanding Conservative dominance in Liverpool since it explains to some extent why such a heavily working class city resisted Labour and provided fertile ground for the Conservatives. In the case of Liverpool this historical cause is religion and how it enabled Conservative dominance must be understood before we can understand Conservative decline.
Liverpool is perhaps unique amongst the great English cities in the extent to which religion has played a role in its development. For Baxter, religion in Liverpool 'has dominated its political life and distorted it in a way that was unknown even in Glasgow -only Belfast can offer a comparison' (Baxter, 1969, p. 1) . The Great Famine in Ireland acted as a catalyst for huge amounts of Catholic Irish immigration into the city -at one point in the city's history 25 per cent of the population were Irish-born -and the majority of those who stayed in Liverpool were either too poor or unskilled to make a life elsewhere. As a result, the city became geographically split along nationalreligious lines (Baxter, 1969, pp. 1-2) .
The socio-religious split in the city, then, had emerged in the middle of the nineteenth century and broadly continued for at least a hundred years. Debate exists surrounding the extent to which the Conservatives stoked anti-Catholic sentiment in the city, with the majority of scholars writing on the period arguing that they did (for example Belchem, 2000, p. xvi-xvii; Lees, 2011, p. 124 ). For
Waller it seemed 'paradoxical that the Conservatives could be so successful, without being dishonest, in Liverpool, given the grim circumstances in which much of the population lived and worked' (Waller, 1981, p. xix) . However, O'Leary argues that the view that sectarianism 'retarded the natural development of a unified working-class consciousness and, consequently, the forward march of Labour' represents a 'rather one dimensional, sectarian account of Liverpool's political history ' (O'Leary, 2004, p. 158) . Davies comes to a similar conclusion as O'Leary in his study of the Liverpool Labour Party in the interwar years, finding that 'religious sectarianism was almost certainly not as important as twentieth-century convention has made it out to be, but it was still relevant', and that the Conservatives only used anti-Catholic sentiment in a few wards, where even there 'the sectarian appeal was not a major factor consistently throughout the inter-war years'.
Labour's electoral nadir in the city, in 1930 and 1931, are found to be down to national crises rather than local sectarianism (Davies, 1996, p. 233) .
Regardless of whether the Conservatives played on religious divides, the fact remains that the party could usually rely on strong, working-class Protestant support in the city. One of the most politically salient issues in Liverpool was the issue of Irish Home Rule, whereby those against Home Rule tended to vote for the Conservatives, whilst those in favour tended to vote for the Irish Nationalist Party (in its various guises). The strength of the Catholic Nationalist vote can be seen in the fact that Liverpool contained the only constituency outside of Ireland to return an Irish Nationalist MP -T. P. O'Connor, who represented Liverpool Scotland. As such, the potential for Labour to reach either the Protestant working-class or the poorer Catholic working-class was heavily restricted before the 1920s. Murden argues that Labour only started to 'emerge as a significant force after it merged with the Catholic Centre Party in 1928', the consequences of which are spelt out later (Murden, 2006, p. 448) .
The final political force in the city, the Liberals, failed to become as successful as the Conservatives due to their support for Irish Home Rule, which alienated Protestants, whilst Catholics felt better represented by explicitly Catholic parties. As such, Liberal support was reliant upon a smaller, squeezed, electoral base of artisans and large business owners. Furthermore, the Liberals appeared aloof, in stark contrast to the 'man of the people' approach taken by prominent Tories. Belchem quotes the Daily Post from October 1861, which reported that the Conservatives 'owed their mastery in municipal matters to their ready rapport with the electorate', with electoral confidence leading to their being affable, kind and conciliating. There is about them what is called bonhommie [sic] . The leading Liberals, on the other hand, are somewhat imperious. They are not conciliatory; they repel rather than attract. In fact, they are far more exclusive than the Tories (quoted in Belchem, 2000, p. 174 
169).
As such, party political support in Liverpool in the nineteenth and early twentieth century was based on the religious divides between Protestant and Catholics, not class. Generally, the
Protestant electors lent their support to the Conservatives whilst the Catholics backed the various
Catholic parties and later the Labour party (Roberts, 1965) .
1918 is seen as the election when class had replaced religion as the main determinant of voting behaviour, but the effects of this were not instantaneous (Wald, 1983, p. 250; Butler and Stokes, 1974, pp. 409-410) . Whilst the replacement of religion with class in a city with Liverpool's socioeconomic makeup would lead one to expect a massive surge in support for Labour, this did not occur. In the 1951 general election the Liverpool Conservatives polled 51 per cent to Labour's 49 per cent, by 1955 this lead increased to 52.5 per cent to 46.7 per cent respectively and in 1959 it had grown further, to 53.4 per cent to 45.2 per cent respectively (Butler and Stokes, 1952, p. 264; Butler and Stokes, 1955, p. 184; Butler and Rose, 1960, p. 218) . However, whilst the direct importance of religion may not have declined in Liverpool as early as elsewhere, decline it eventually did. For Ramsden, this was evident by the 1964 general election, which he terms a historically significant milestone… traditional religious cleavages broke down with remarkable suddenness; without militant Protestantism Glasgow and Liverpool soon became almost no-go areas for Conservatives, who hung on to only four of the two cities' twenty-four seats where previously they had held half of them; at Bebington, Geoffrey Howe saw a large majority shrink to marginal proportions as 'people -even Irish people, on
Merseyside at least -were more inclined to vote with their class than with their Church' (Ramsden, 1996, p. 230 [1924] [1925] [1926] [1927] [1928] [1929] [1930] [1931] [1932] [1933] [1934] [1935] [and that] only the Conservatives were credible contenders for power throughout the interwar era, a position which has always paid dividends for the party in attracting support from all social classes (Ball, 2013, p. 121 ).
This view is supported by Butler and Stokes (Butler and Stokes, 1974, p. 185) and can be applied to the local level. Since the Conservatives were almost consistently in power from the midnineteenth century they could be portrayed as the natural party of local government in Liverpool,
with Labour yet to gain the legitimacy granted in 1945 and the Liberals a declining force.
Clearly this pattern of socialisation could not continue indefinitely. Like a fast-moving bike on a flat road, without peddling eventually friction will slow it to a halt -and in this case the friction was provided by the national-level class socialisation patterns. Butler and Stokes noted that those who were socialised in a 'politically homogenous' environment 'almost never seem to have deserted their parents' party (Butler and Stokes, 1974, p. 65) . Crucially, however, if an individual faces no partisan lead from their parents they tend to accept 'the lead that is so clearly given in Britain by a class milieu', whilst for those facing conflicting socialisation patterns (perhaps one parent or side of the family votes Tory) 'the possibility of a change of preference became much greater' (Butler and Stokes, 1974, p. 57; p. 65) . However, over time, voters who supported one of the two leading parties at one election were 'far more likely to shift towards the other party at the next election if this shift moved him towards the dominant opinion within his local constituency rather than away from it' (Butler and Stokes, 1974, p. 140) . This is perhaps to be expected, since both scenarios represent the path of least resistance. It does, however, emphasise the positive reinforcement aspect of the movement to Labour in the city; Labour's increasing national dominance amongst the working class would serve to increase the reach and effectiveness of the socialisation of new voters, whilst those who faced competing socialisation pressures were more likely to switch towards their 'natural' party (based on class), usually Labour. Thus, the Conservatives were harmed twice-over by this trend; firstly, as class replaces religion voters would be more likely to support Labour initially, and those who changed their party allegiance would be more likely to move to Labour.
Hence, religious identity mattered for Conservative socialisation in Liverpool; it provided the initial link between the working class and Conservative voting, and was the 'historical cause' for parental and neighbourhood socialisation which sustained Conservative support after 1945. Due to the strength of religious feeling in Liverpool this continued longer than it would have in other cities, and certainly longer than one would expect given the economic and demographic makeup of the city. However, over time the national-level socialising effects of class eroded the number of new Conservative voters, until they became concentrated in the southern, affluent wards of the city.
Thus, one aspect of the Conservatives' surprising strength in the city before 1970 can be attributed to socialisation patterns, as can the long term decline. This, however, does not explain the sudden increase in Conservative support in the mid-1960s nor the sharp decline in the party's fortunes from 1970 onwards. Thus we must look at factors exogenous to the path dependent socialisation model given here, specifically the role that national politics played on local election results.
National Inf luences
In order to explain the short term swings away from a general trend of Conservative decline, we must look beyond the socialisation thesis and move to other influences on voting behaviour -the most obvious being the behaviour of politicians. Instead, what can be seen is that since the Conservatives were defeated so significantly and suddenly in many wards in 1973, as a result of the whole council being up for election, that there was a shift in the narrative of Liverpool local politics. It was now the Liberals, not the Conservatives, who could legitimately claim to be a voter's best chance of keeping Labour out and thus those who voted Conservative because they were anti-Socialist rather than pro-Conservative had another party for whom they could vote. Protestant logic that equated the Liverpool Labour Party with the Vatican, and they also appealed to a fledgling constituency of owner-occupiers, potential owner-occupiers and private-sector tenants, many of whom had been 'brought up' Labour but had since begun to see little in the party to keep them loyal. (Kilfoyle, 2000, p. 29-30) .
It is important to note that Kilfoyle's partisan leanings; he was the Labour North West Regional
Organiser (1986) (1987) (1988) (1989) (1990) (1991) and MP for Liverpool Walton (1991 Walton ( -2010 . In this case, however, his political alignment does not detract from the point made, with his view is supported by the fact that the Conservatives' slight electoral recovery in the mid-1970s took more seats from the Liberals than Labour, evidence that Liberal voters were previously Conservative voters.
Thus, the ability of the Liberals to provide an alternative to the Conservatives put the final nail in the coffin of the Liverpool Conservatives. Unable to rely on Protestantism or socialisation to provide working-class votes, nor their claim to be the main anti-socialist party in Liverpool, the Conservatives began to suffer electorally. Indeed, their strength came in low turnout when Labour voters could not be bothered to vote, which is also one reason why Labour outperformed the Conservatives in general elections from 1964 onwards as general elections have much higher turnout than local elections. The importance of differing turnout levels between party supporters also explains how the Conservatives managed to maintain a high vote share despite the declining effects of socialisation.
As such, the twin forces of the unpopular Heath government and the rise of the Liberals as an alternative opposition to socialism, coupled with a socialisation trend which favoured the Labour party, meant the Conservatives were doomed; the rotting foundations of their support had collapsed beneath them, and it was a fate from which they were unable to recover.
The Liberal Rise: Party Machines and Pavement Politics
The rise of the Liberal Party was nothing short of astounding. In 1969 they held just three seats but by 1973 they were only three seats short of a council. Some of the reasons for this rise have been mentioned previously but it is important to flesh out a full account of how this success came about. The causes are a mix of long and short term factors. In the long term the aforementioned weakening socialisation trends contributed to the decline of the Conservative electoral base whilst the closed party machines which were common in the city bred disaffection and a lack of engagement in local politics. In the short term, the Liberals' -especially the Liberal Youth'semphasis on pavement politics was an effective campaigning strategy which allowed the Liberals to encourage voters to vote in local elections on local issues, rather than the national issues shown to be so important previously.
The problem of closed party machines had plagued Liverpool for decades. As Baxter notes:
In common with many cities in the United States of America, which have large Irish immigrant communities, Liverpool developed a political power structure that was not entirely in accordance with liberal democratic theory, and was out of line with the normal practice of British political parties. The leaders of both the Conservative and Labour Parties acquired unusual power inside their organisations (Baxter, 1969, p. 1) .
We can see Unionist] sections are well below the average, there is no marked register and the amount of canvassing and doorstep work carried out is negligible' (Banks, 1956) . Similarly, the loss of the Church and St. Michael's wards in 1962 to the Liberals was attributed to weak local organisations by the party's own internal investigation ("Report on Municipal Elections", 1962), a problem which had spread across the city by 1966 (Macdonald Steward, 1966) . As such, the centralisation of power by Conservative bosses had served to consistently undermine the life of the various ward and constituency associations.
For Labour, the cause of boss politics was clear. As previously mentioned, Labour only gained traction in the city when the Catholic Centre Party merged with the Labour Party in 1928, due to the Archbishop of Liverpool's opposition to political groupings based on religion. As a result, this handed over to the Labour Party a substantial body of politically active working-class people who were not socialist; who indeed were not in politics for class reasons at all, but were involved for nationalist and religious reasons -motives that were basically irrelevant to the Labour Party (Baxter, 1972, p. 106 ).
This was not overly problematic for the Labour Party, since during this time 'the Catholicism of many electors and elected came before their Socialism. Labour inherited rather than won Nationalist seats' (Waller, 1981, p. 324) . Indeed, the strength of the Catholic vote is highlighted by the anecdote that, in 1931, the only seat which Labour didn't lose in Liverpool was the 'the imperishably Catholic Scotland division' where the incumbent, David Logan, 'was confident of beating all-comers, 'from the Prime Minister downwards'' (Waller, 1981, p. 328) . and their seats regained in 1963 by Labour councillors inspired by class rather than religion, this culture of boss politics continued (Baxter, 1972, p. 103) . It was under Braddock, and his 'methods coated in the language of contracts and contacts, reeking of returnable favours', that Anthony
Howard described Liverpool as 'Cook County, UK' (Kilfoyle, 2000, p. 2).
The closed nature of Liverpool Labour was evident not just in the council group, but also in the local associations. Kilfoyle recalls how he was stopped from joining his local association in the 1960s, being told that 'the ward was 'full up' and that there was 'an extended process' for new members wanting to join', concluding that 'in Liverpool generally, an attitude prevailed of: 'Keep it closed. Keep it tight. Keep new blood out''. Again, this is traced back to the Tammany Hall style of politics, where influential councillors and MPs kept membership low and exclusive to protect their 'private fiefdoms' (Kilfoyle, 2000, p. 6 ).
This brief outline shows the extent to which the two parties, based on the legacy of sectarianism and powerful leaders, led to a political system in the city which was closed off from the majority of the public, and actively excluded membership in the case of the Labour Party. It is in this context that the Liberals were able to capitalise on dissatisfaction with the two main parties, reaching out to those who did not vote and those who voted for other parties out of habit or as a 'least bad' option -in this case, drawing more support from the Conservatives than Labour, but still affecting both parties (Parkinson, 1985, pp.19-20) .
The Liberal rise is impressive not only because it made such significant gains in such a short period of time, but because it did so in a city with no strong history of liberalism and a party organisation which amounted to a ward, a constituency, and a city-wide party, with positions generally filled by the same people (Kilfoyle, 2000, p. 27) . Although the groundwork had been laid under Jo
Grimmond's leadership, the turn to pavement politics in the local party came following the disappointing 1970 general election result when a resolution put forward by the Young Liberals to the party's autumn assembly of that year, which suggested the party 'focus its campaigning at the community level', was accepted (Dutton, 2013, p. 197) . The logic was that success on a local level, based on an effort 'to help organize people in their communities to take and use power… to build a Liberal power-base in the major cities of the country… to capture people's imagination as a credible political movement, with local roots and local successes' would trickle up, into success on a constituency level (Dutton, 2013, p. 197 ).
Frost and North argue that the move to the pavement politics strategy drew in 'an energetic new wave of activists in the Liberal Party, and in particular, the Young Liberals,' which 'began to challenge the moribund Labour and Conservative machines' through this strategy of pavement politics, focusing 'on identifying and meeting local needs, exposing the machines as complacent and out of touch at best, corrupt and authoritarian at worst' (Frost and North, 2013, p. 42 ). Murden concurs, seeing pavement politics 'a reaction to the national Tory government and the failure of the LLP [Liverpool Labour Party] to provide solutions locally… providing 'a city under fire with an analgesic form of local politics'' (Murden, 2006, p. 452) . For Kilfoyle the Liberals were able to capitalise on the fact that
The borough council, in the hands of either Labour or the Conservatives, was failing to deliver the most basic and vital of services, particularly street cleaning and refuse collection… Most crucially, both parties presided over a redevelopment process in Liverpool which had seen large inner-city communities 'uprooted and transported to outlying housing 'bantustans'.
Further to this, the Labour Party was becoming 'more introspective… overly concerned with the divisions within the Labour group and debates within the Trades' Council' whilst the unpopular Heath government eroded support for the local Conservatives (Kilfoyle, 2000, p. 27) .
As a strategy, pavement politics involved a number of then-novel campaigning techniques, such as the Focus newsletter, which 'became the hallmark of much local campaigning' (Stevenson, 1988, p. 23) . From the perspective of someone involved in the Labour Party, Kilfoyle derides pavement politics as 'cheap confidence tricks' which deceived a 'gullible and near-despairing electorate' (Kilfoyle, 2000, p. 30) . He describes Focus as a flexible tool used to target each ward with key ultralocal issues:
Typically, Focus would include bold headings with variations on the theme of: 'The Liberals have put the pressure on the council and the following things have been done'; whilst underneath would be the equally emphatic: 'We have asked the Labour council about the following but still nothing has been done' (Kilfoyle, 2000, p. 28 ).
This represented a new approach to politics in Liverpool -the fact it was not mimicked by their rivals was due to differing views on the appropriate role and aims of the local council, rather than doubts on its effectiveness as a vote winner. Whilst the Liberals focused on the issues of cracked pavements and refuse removal, opponents blasted them for not having a broader vision; Sefton's earthy observation was that 'They concentrated on bloody pavements when the unemployed were walking over them!' (Kilfoyle, 2000, p. 28) . Regardless of Labour's views, as Weightman argued 'By holding up a magnifying glass to the city's cracked paving stones, and offering 'community politics' to mend them, the Liberal Party clearly struck a chord more profound than mere parochialism' (Weightman, 1974) . Hence, to some extent the rise of the Liberals was due to luck -they were blessed with long term social trends which undermined Conservative support and local political parties whose distance increased dissatisfaction amongst the electorate and who emphasised grand plans, such as the troubled municipally-owned airport or new housing estates, rather than tackling sources of local ire. On the other hand, without taking the decision to follow the pavement politics strategy, and doing so with such skill and gusto (indeed, when the Labour Party asked the local press why they gave so much attention to the Liberals, they were told that they 'were ringing them up every day with a story'), it is unlikely the Liberals would have won the support they did (Kilfoyle, 2000, p. 29).
Conclusions
Whilst it is undeniable that the Liverpool Conservatives faced electoral decline under Thatcher's government, I have argued that the initial causes of this decline in cannot be attributed to the Iron Lady herself. Instead, this analysis offers an alternative explanation of Conservative decline in Liverpool. Firstly, the erosion of long-term socialisation trends which had typically sustained Conservative support, despite the socio-economic structure of Liverpool, meant that people were less likely to inherit a strong Conservative identity. However, this alone was not enough to guarantee continued decline. Although the Conservatives did suffer as a result of voter dissatisfaction with the Heath government, just a few years earlier the Tories had their best postwar election result and there was nothing to suggest that the typical two-party cycle in Liverpool would not continue when Wilson was returned to Downing Street, especially since there was no alternative party to vote for in many wards.
However, the rise of the Liberals and their use of pavement politics allowed the party to gain legitimacy in the eyes of the public, especially on local issues, with Conservative voters disgruntled with the Heath government comfortable voting for the Liberals since they were also anti-socialist. Furthermore, on a local level those dissatisfied with the lacklustre, unresponsive local party machines could also find a home in the Liberals.
These factors led to the erosion of the Conservative vote share for two reasons. Firstly, the number of Conservative voters in the city was lower than Labour's, but could be relied upon to turn out and vote. Thus if the Liberals took equal numbers of Conservative and Labour supporters, then the likelihood is that the Conservative vote would decline more as these would have been more likely to vote. Secondly, the sudden success of the Liberals in the 1973 local election, when the whole council was up for election, created a powerful narrative which placed the Liberals, not the Conservatives, as the primary opposition to Labour in many wards. This may not have been the case had the elections continued in their traditional, gradual manner of electing just one third each year. This narrative prevented the usual cyclical Tory recovery experienced in past years, since those who voted Conservative to oppose Labour would now face greater pressure to vote Liberal.
All of these trends continued during the Thatcher era, but they had their origins well before her premiership.
Thus, the Conservative decline in Liverpool can be attributed to a weakening support base through declining socialisation, dissatisfaction with the Heath government, and party machines
